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In contemporary conflicts, cultural heritage faces unprecedented levels of risk. Armed
violence now threatens not only historic buildings, artifacts, and archival materials but
also the cultural identity and collective memory of nations. The deliberate destruction
of heritage increasingly functions as a form of “cultural genocide,” used to weaken
morale, erase identity, and reshape historical narratives. These losses carry profound
and often irreversible consequences for societies. This research addresses the critical
question of how cultural heritage can be effectively protected and rescued during armed
conflicts. Its significance stems from the limited availability of practical field guidance
in many war-affected regions, where cultural professionals often lack the resources,
training, and frameworks necessary for emergency interventions. The study therefore
aims to provide applicable strategies for crisis preparedness and heritage protection in
wartime conditions. The research is guided by the hypothesis that the most effective
protection results from combining preventive planning, international cooperation,
and the use of modern technologies. Methodologically, it is based on documentary
analysis and comparative case studies. Experiences and historical data from France,
Poland, Russia, Sweden, Iran, Syria, Afghanistan, and Ukraine illustrate the diversity
of challenges and responses across different conflicts. Findings show that successful
heritage protection during war consistently depends on three key components: 1-Pre-
crisis planning, including inventories, risk assessments, prioritization of collections,
and the establishment of secure storage facilities. 2- Emergency operations, such as
evacuation, concealment, and rapid documentation of threatened heritage. 3- Use of
technology, including 3D digitization, artificial intelligence, satellite imagery, block
chain-based authentication, and cloud storage, which together ensure both physical and
digital preservation. Ultimately, the study concludes that cultural heritage protection is
an inherently cross-sectoral effort requiring coordination among heritage specialists,
military actors, humanitarian agencies, and international organizations. Without such
cooperation, significant parts of humanity’s shared heritage will remain at risk in future
conflicts.
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Introduction

Cultural heritage, as part of the historical and identity identity of nations, has always been exposed to
threats arising from political and military developments, but the intensity and nature of these threats
have acquired new dimensions in the wars of the 20th and 21st centuries. In a situation where wars
have expanded from traditional arenas to psychological, identity, and media battles, historical and
cultural monuments are destroyed not only accidentally but also intentionally as symbolic targets.
From the perspective of war psychology, the destruction of cultural monuments is an attempt to break
the spirit of a nation and sever the connection of the population with its past and historical legitimacy.
Examples such as the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas by the Taliban, the burning of Bosnian
libraries, the destruction of Assyrian artifacts in the Mosul Museum, or the widespread looting of
artifacts during the colonial era and World War II are evidence of this pattern.

The aim of this study is to examine global experiences in protecting cultural heritage during
war and to provide a practical model for preparedness and crisis management in countries facing
the risk of conflict. The need for research arises from the fact that many countries lack detailed and
operational guidelines for rapid response to war threats, and existing solutions are more theoretical
and less based on field experiences.

The main research question is: In war situations, what strategies and methods are most effective
for protecting and rescuing cultural artifacts? Sub-questions also include the following: What patterns
in World War II and contemporary wars can be generalized to other countries? What is the role of
new technologies in rescuing cultural heritage? And what common obstacles and challenges are
observed in rescue operations?

The main hypothesis of the research is that: The protection of cultural heritage will only be
successful if coordinated and structured actions are taken at three levels: prior preparation, emergency
operations, and post-war reconstruction. In this regard, it should be said that modern technologies
can largely compensate for the gap caused by physical damage, the participation of the military,
museum workers and international organizations is a necessary condition for effective protection,
and the lack of training and planning is the biggest factor in the failure of rescue operations.

Discussion

A comparative study of the experiences of different countries shows that the model of protecting
cultural heritage during wartime, although affected by political and geographical conditions, is based
on common principles. During World War 11, European countries and Russia, realizing the widespread
threats posed by bombing and military occupation, undertook complex and unprecedented operations
to save cultural artifacts. In the Hermitage Museum, thousands of valuable objects were packaged
and transported to safe areas, and the Louvre in France also hid its masterpieces of art in secret.
Despite being completely occupied, Poland was able to recover some of the looted artifacts after the
war, relying on cultural networks. These experiences proved that pre-crisis planning and establishing
protective structures are the most effective tools for reducing damage.

During the Cold War, Sweden, studying European experience, developed a comprehensive set of
guidelines that included classifying artifacts based on their importance, building underground bomb
shelters, and moving archives to sturdy structures. This demonstrated that even neutral countries
understood the need for cultural-defense preparedness.
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In the West Asian region, the examples of Iran, Afghanistan, and Syria illustrate the difficult
field conditions and the importance of the role of local staff. In Susa, despite the lack of adequate
equipment, museum staff were able to save portable artifacts with their ingenuity and dedication.
In Afghanistan, organized looting of cultural artifacts and the weakness of the state structure led to
the destruction of a large part of the heritage. In Syria, Ma’mun Abdul Karim, relying on a network
of local experts, guerrilla hiding, nighttime transfers of artifacts, and meticulous documentation,
rescued thousands of objects from extremist groups.

In the Ukrainian war, in addition to field operations, the presence of technology was raised to an
unprecedented level. With an archive of over 50 terabytes of digital data, the SUCHO project has
introduced a new paradigm for intangible and online conservation. These efforts, combined with
educational exhibitions and systematic documentation, have transformed museums from purely
cultural institutions into actors of identity resistance.

In general, common threats include deliberate destruction, looting, military neglect, military
use of historical monuments, lack of education, and the cessation of conservation activities. In
contrast, key solutions include prior preparation, emergency operations, no-go lists, cooperation
with the military, community participation, and the use of new technologies such as 3D scanning,
artificial intelligence, block chain, satellites, robots, and cloud storage. These technologies help
preserve cultural memory and the possibility of reconstruction even in the event of physical
destruction.

Conclusion

The analysis of the experiences presented shows that the protection of cultural heritage in times
of war is a civilizational necessity and cannot be achieved by superficial measures or momentary
reactions. The first important conclusion of the research is that prior planning - including inventorying,
prioritization, training and the creation of safe havens - is the most effective part of the protection
process. Countries that have taken structural measures before the war have managed to preserve a
large part of their monuments.

The second conclusion is that emergency rescue operations in the battlefield depend more than
anything on the presence of local workers, cultural motivation and community participation. The
examples of Iran, Syria and Ukraine show that cultural workers, even without full state or international
support, have in many cases played a decisive role in preventing the complete destruction of
monuments.

Thirdly, organized looting and deliberate destruction remain the greatest threat to cultural heritage.
These threats are sometimes carried out not only by armies, but also in many cases by non-state
groups, militias, trafficking networks or even local individuals. The creation of stronger international
mechanisms, standard digital registration and cooperation with international police to trace artifacts
is essential.

The fourth finding of the research is the importance of new technologies in reducing damage and
post-conflict reconstruction. 3D digitization, artificial intelligence, block chain and 3D printing allow
for the accurate documentation and reproduction of artifacts and compensate for the gaps caused by
the physical limitations of war. These technologies, even in the worst-case scenario, save a nation’s

cultural memory from complete destruction.
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Finally, for short-term and long-term planning, it is suggested that governments and international
institutions focus on training military forces, investing in digital technologies and creating support
networks to strengthen cultural heritage as a foundation for sustainable peace and the reconstruction
of post-conflict societies. Otherwise, the risk of irreparable loss of a part of human history will

increase.
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Mosul Museum (Vincent et al., 2015).
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Fig. 3: Converting ancient manuscripts into readable and translatable digital text. AI can also reconstruct and translate missing

parts. (Ibrahim, 2024).
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1. Blue shield
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3. Sverdlovsk
4. Saint Sebastian
5. Anthony van Dyck’s
6. Anna Ioannovna with a Little Negro Boy
7. Tretyakov Gallery
8. Pushkin State Museum
9. Novosibirsk
10. Jacques Jaujard
11. Nike of Samothrace
12. Veit Stoss altarpiece
13. Karol Estreicher Junior
14. Prinzhorn collection
15. Interactive online platform utilizing 360° media
16. Ukraine —Crucifixion
17. Saving Ukrainian Cultural Heritage Online
18. Ivankiv Historical and Local History Museum
19. Mariupol Art Museum Named After Arkhip Kuindzhi
20. Stone, Peter G.
21.ICOM Red List
22. Melitopol
23. Lidar: Light Detection and Ranging
24. GLAM: Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and Museums
25. Cloud & Decentralized Storage
26. Computer Vision
27. NLP: Natural Language Processing
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28. OCR: Optical Character Recognition
29. RFID: Radio Frequency Identification
30. QR -Code: quick-response code

31. NFT: Non-Funjible Token
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safarnevis.com/roznevis/museum-and-war
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